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After	six	years	investigating	this	topic	thanks	to	two	research	projects	funded	by	the	Spanish	
government,	I	am	able	to	present	some	conclusions	I	hope	are	of	interest	for	other	
communication	researchers.	However,	before	I	begin,	I	would	like	to	introduce	three	key	
ideas	to	understand	the	context	of	this	object	of	study.	
	
Firstly,	the	economic	importance	of	tourism	has	to	be	reminded.	This	is	an	activity	which	
generates	about	ten	percent	of	the	world’s	GDP	(WTTC,	2014),	and	is	an	essential	source	of	
income	for	many	countries,	either	developed,	emerging	or	developing.	Besides,	it	is	a	highly	
globalized	sector,	thanks	to	the	evolution	of	transportation	infrastructures,	universal	access	
to	information	and	new	consumption	habits,	which	have	favored	that	leisure	travel	is	
commonly	contemplated	by	increasing	segments	of	the	world’s	population.	In	this	scenario,	
destinations	compete	between	each	other	to	attract	travelers	and	wealth	to	their	territories,	
and	distances	are	becoming	increasingly	irrelevant	in	this	competition.	
	
Secondly,	it	is	important	to	highlight	that	tourism	professionals	are	the	ones	in	charge	of	
daily	destination	management,	whereas	the	academic	field	attracts	researchers	from	
disciplines	such	as	geography,	economy,	sociology	or	market	research.	Both	in	the	
professional	and	academic	spheres,	contributions	based	on	a	communication	focus	are	still	
scarce,	and	probably	insufficient	(Huertas,	2014).		
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Lastly,	it	is	worth	to	point	out	that	the	tourism	industry	is	one	of	the	sectors	where	the	
intensive	use	of	new	communication	technologies	has	had	a	stronger	impact	(Buhalis	and	
Law,	2008).	Deciding,	selecting,	making	a	reservation	for	and	enjoying	a	trip	are	significantly	
different	today	from	what	they	were	only	a	few	years	ago,	and	that	change	cannot	be	
understood	without	the	popularization	of	the	Web.	
	
The	communication	of	tourist	destinations	is	an	extremely	
important	object	of	study	
	
This	combination	of	factors	–the	economic	importance	of	tourism	and	the	globalization	both	
of	tourism	and	information-	causes	that	the	promotion	of	destinations	is	a	key	element	for	
their	competitiveness.	An	adequate	online	presence,	an	attractive	website,	an	efficient	
management	of	social	media,	all	these	elements	make	the	city,	region	or	country	visible,	and	
constitute	basic	tools	to	attract	travelers.	
	
Understanding	how	online	communication	of	tourist	destinations	might	be	improved	has	a	
direct	impact	on	its	competitiveness	and,	therefore,	in	the	economy	of	the	territory.	Much	
needed	contributions	are	still	pending	from	academia,	and	particularly	from	the	
communication	field,	as	shown	by	the	professional	reports	we	have	drawn	for	the	research	
project,	and	from	the	partnerships	we	have	established	with	both	public	and	private	tourist	
promotion	organizations.	
	
Spanish	tourist	destinations	still	suffer	from	lack	of	
professionalization	in	strategic	and	operational	communication	
management	
	
Our	research	was	based	on	two	waves	of	surveys	we	sent	to	those	responsible	of	destination	
communication,	and	a	series	of	personal	interviews	conducted	in	destinations	throughout	
Spain.	One	of	the	main	conclusions	we	draw	from	this	research	is	that	strategic	planning	and	
operational	management	of	destination	communication	still	has	plenty	of	scope	for	
improvement.	
	
For	instance,	in	2013	only	half	of	the	most	important	Spanish	destinations	had	
communication	plans,	most	professionals	in	charge	of	managing	official	social	media	profiles	
had	not	received	specific	training	for	that	and	operated	on	a	trial	and	error	basis,	and	the	
presence	of	communication	experts	was	very	scarce	among	the	teams	managing	destination	
image.	
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Official	websites	and	social	media	are	the	main	online	
communication	tools	for	tourist	destinations	
	
Finally,	it	is	worth	highlighting	that,	for	several	reasons	such	as	budget	cuts	motivated	by	the	
economic	crisis,	destinations	have	increased	their	communication	efforts	on	the	Web.	
Conventional	advertising	on	mass	media	has	diminished	in	importance,	whereas	official	
destination	websites	(ODWs)	(Lee	and	Gretzel,	2012;	Fernández-Cavia,	Rovira,	Díaz-Luque	
and	Cavaller,	2014)	have	become	the	institutional	introduction	cards	of	destinations	before	
the	world.	As	for	social	media,	they	have	allowed	a	direct	connection	with	actual	or	potential	
travelers	(Munar	and	Jacobsen,	2014),	although	they	still	are	more	driven	by	the	idea	of	
information	dissemination	than	by	truly	interacting	with	users.	The	public	or	semipublic	
nature	of	most	organizations	working	in	tourist	promotion	of	Spanish	destinations	and	their	
reliance	on	political	decisions	still	hamper	that	users	have	truly	a	voice	in	this	matter.	
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